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The Forgotten Elites:







The reign of Rama V is one of the most studied periods in Siamese history, especially 
with the emphasis on the impeccable diplomatic success in securing independence from 
imperial encroachment during the 19th century. The most familiar and conventional 
narrative venerates the talents and sagacity of royal elites, particularly the king and his 
half-brothers, which served as the premise for the success. By focusing on specific parts 
drawn from the biographies of Krom Tha officials’ descendants, composing with multi-
ethnic aristocrats mainly the Chinese, the Persian, and the Portuguese who had actively 
played crucial roles in Siamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, this paper will illustrate that 
the existing narrative has largely concealed these officials’ roles and greatly neglected 
their decades-long accumulated diplomatic skills and intellectual lineages. This paper 
argues that, in order to gain a clearer understanding of what the Siamese Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs achieved subsequently and the transformation of Siam into a modern state, 
one needs to bear in mind the contribution of traditional official elites, who not only paved 
a significant foundation for Siam but also functioned as key actors in acquiring and 
contacting foreigners. Most importantly, these elites were leading representatives of Siam 
to the international society and in return secured international recognition toward the 
Siamese absolutist state. 
Keywords :  Multi-ethnic aristocrats2, Krom Tha3, Siamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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The reign of Rama V (1868-1910) is one of the most studied periods in Siamese historical 
scholarship, especially with the regard to the conventional narrative which has largely emphasized 
diplomatic history and celebrated how the Siamese court, mainly the King and his half-brothers, 
successfully and brilliantly managed to maintain Siam?s independence from colonial encroachment. 
At the heart of their diplomatic talent and survival tactics was the socially inherited timeless 
?character of Thainess?, as coined by Prince Damrong Rachanubhab (1862-1943) (hereafter 
Damrong). Furthermore the conventional narrative has also underscored how royal cohorts 
masterly adopted and absorbed Western diplomatic practices and frameworks to secure Siamese 
independence and shape the modern Siamese Foreign Ministry and modern state as a whole. It 
appears that the success of Siamese diplomacy in securing independence solely relies on the nous 
and talent of kings and princes. Thus, this dominant royal-nationalist narrative has become the 
foundation to the understanding of Thai history as a whole.4 Nevertheless, many renowned scholars 
have suggested that this narrative also evades tackling with many striking issues, including colonial 
conditions surrounding Siam,5 Siamese elites collaboration with colonial neighbors especially in 
the economic arena,6 and Siamese acts of colonizer rather than adopting the approach of ?internal 
integration? toward its former vassals such as Lanna, Patani, and Puan states and the like.7
Besides many of the misleading premises of the conventional narrative as suggested by 
innumerable scholars suggested above, this paper would illustrate how royal-nationalist narrative 
conceals the stories of other key actors who played active roles in the ranks of the Siamese MFA in 
earning Siam the recognition from international society, which was centered in Europe at the time, 
and their involvement in transforming Siam in the broader sense. These people were descendants 
of Siamese noblemen and aristocrats with multi-ethnic origin mainly consisted with the Chinese, the 
Persian, and the Portuguese, who had long been serving in many administrative ranks, especially 
from Krom Tha, a pre-MFA organization, since the early Bangkok period. The reason is that, in 
my view, it is impossible to understand what MFA succeeded later on in gaining recognition for 
Siam without considering the multi-ethnic nature of Krom Tha, the main, if not the only, foundation 
for the transformation of Siamese state, and some of their members? biographies. In so doing, it 
would bring another dimension to the current historiography of Thailand. As the conventional 
narrative goes that these noblemen originally wielded considerable power in Siamese administrative 
circle since the 18th century to mid-19th century. In general, they were conservative and strong-
headed opponents to the reform.8 However thanks to the timely consolidation scheme of Rama V 
particularly during the mid-1880s that usurped these outdated noblemen?s roles in administrative 
structure and launched the reformation under the leadership of the King and his half-brothers, the 
reform served as the watershed between traditional and modernized Siam.9 Modernized Siam saw 
a large number of aristocrats fading from governmental scene, or their roles and duties would be, if 
not entirely, under the umbrella of princely actions.10 Therefore, it was not that they were completely 
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overshadowed, but unfortunately previous studies have overlooked many aspects pertinent to these 
aristocrats. These include questions like: how were these noblemen, whom were preconditioned 
to be conservative able to serve in Siamese consular corps alongside the King?s half-brothers? How 
did they gain diplomatic experience and skills? Why following royal consolidation, were these old-
fashioned aristocrats able to return to the administrative circle, especially in the realm of foreign 
affairs? This paper will deliberate these conundrums through a close examination of the biographies 
of Krom Tha members and further developing the lens introduced by Nidhi Eoseewong11 regarding 
intellectual and worldview developments of Siamese elites in the early Bangkok period to illuminate 
on the important figures left out in the current Thai historiography. Certainly their biographies 
were not the complete novelty among previous studies. However, the previous literature has never 
utilized these biographical data to provide a clearer picture of MFA?s emergence. The next would 
touch upon previous studies related to Siamese noblemen.
2. Different voices on Siamese noblemen
The most conventional and fundamental studies have been the so-called ?Damrong school?, 
obviously named after Damrong aka the father of Thai history. The main theme of Damrong?s 
narrative is that Siam survived imperial threats by the foresighted monarch who was equipped 
with unmatchable diplomatic skills and talents. This, along with the timeless character of Thainess, 
prompted Siam to secure its independence.12 For Damrong, these characters never ceased to exist 
among the Siamese, especially royal elites, throughout the centuries-longed history of Thailand.
The conventional narrative would serve as the basis for the next school of history, the so-called 
?modernization school?. Even though this group followed the suit of the Damrong school in terms 
of celebrating royal actions, the narrative would appear in a more systematic and clear-cut style. 
Its aim was to describe how Siam transformed from traditional to modernized state by marking 
Rama V?s governmental reform in 1880s-1890s as the watershed of the transition period.13 With this 
clear distinction, the modernization school reaffirms the conventional notion of royal ability in a 
systematic respect. It goes that the stubborn old guards obstructed modernization projects of the 
reform-oriented monarch and his half-brothers. At the end of the day, the progressive Rama V and 
his clique prevailed and the reform completely and irrevocably changed Siam. 
Another trope on Siamese noblemen focus on the intellectual experience of Siamese elites, 
particularly in the early Bangkok period during the late 18th-early 19th century, which later served 
as the embryo of Siamese transformation. One of the leading figures in this school is Nidhi 
Eoseewong, who explored the changing style of literature and poetry during the early days of 
Bangkok when Siamese elites were heavily involved with and enjoyed lucrative income from 
maritime trade. By doing so, he proposed that the writing style of literature appeared to be more 
aligned with rationalism, humanism, and empirical worldview.14 In other words, from their maritime 
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trade experience, Siamese elites absorbed and developed the so-called merchant-oriented culture 
or, in Nidhi?s word, the ?bourgeois culture?. This culture prompted Siamese elites to be prone to 
resolve conflict and encounter foreign culture in a compromising and collaborative manner rather 
than resorting to armed force unlike its neighbors.15 
We can also see that Nidhi called an attention to the intellectual heritage accumulated from 
maritime trade experience, which served as the foundation for the less violent modernization 
scheme in the mid-19th century. For instance the decision to comply with the British and sealing the 
Treaty of 1855. Given that there were those older generations who were unwilling to indulge with 
the British and those willing to abide by the request. At the end of the day, the old guards stepped 
aside and clear the way for the treaty signing.16 
In sum, it might not be wrong to say that Nidhi implicitly challenged the timeless Thai characters 
championed by Damrong and the conventional narrative. Though many historical events suggest 
that Siamese elites did illustrate those national characters especially an acuity to assimilation. 
Nevertheless for Nidhi, this character was far from being timeless but rather a trait that emerged 
during the early Bangkok period at the peak of the maritime trade boom.
Still, it seems that merely maritime trade was not the only kind of experience that shaped the 
bourgeois culture among Siamese elites. Besides duties involving maritime trade, multi-ethnic 
aristocrats, particularly those in Krom Tha, also had to deal with and contact Westerners in different 
issues, including treaty signing, trade bargaining, and territorial negotiation. These experiences 
made a no less valuable contribution to Siamese elites? intellectual development. Not only did they 
help forge the bourgeois culture, but they were also the avenue for Siamese elites to encounter and 
get acquainted with Western diplomatic knowledge and practices. Still, Nidhi?s work shed light on the 
intellectual continuity starting from the early Bangkok period. Along this line, this paper will argue 
that Krom Tha officials acquired Western diplomatic skills through the experience of performing 
their duties and tasks. These experiences would elevate many of them to fill the ranks within MFA 
and became the main force of the ministry since 1880s the heyday of the prince regime.17
In short, the scope of previous studies mentioned above prompted most of the former 
scholarships to skip some details in the primary sources especially with regards to certain 
continuities among the circle of Krom Tha officials. To recognize aspects of those continuities, this 
paper will disturb the usual periodization as it refrains us from seeing the continuity among the 
circle of Siamese elites. Along the line of Nidhi?s works, this paper will be conducted by looking at 
the development of Krom Tha since the establishment of Bangkok and how their officials formed 
specific values and a worldview which allowed them to serve under the newly established MFA 
an entity, previously perceived to be solely under the prince regime. Also cases of some Bunnags 
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and Celestino Xavier will be brought to light. Then, this paper will conclude with how exploring 
biographies of descendants of traditional officials might bring a new aspect to the study of MFA and 
the emergence of modern Siam as a whole. Lastly, future research suggestion will be outlined.
3. Siamese traditional administrative structure - Krom Tha 
After the downfall of Ayutthaya in 1767, the remaining of Ayutthaya noblemen and officials 
gathered and founded the new kingdom of Rattanakosin or Bangkok. To construct a new capital, 
Siamese elites had to rely heavily on maritime trade to nurse the economy back to health. Given this 
condition, the new Siamese capital hosted many traders from across the world, including Chinese, 
Moors, Persian, Cambodian, Makassars, Bugis, Dutch, French, and so on who traded through sea 
lanes like the South China Sea, the Indian Ocean, and the Malaya Straits.18 
The administrative apparatus that oversaw trade activities and took charge of foreign affairs was 
Krom Tha, which was later transformed to MFA. Krom Tha had various duties if we conceptualize 
it through the lens of modern bureaucracy. This entity was actually one of the three major pillars 
of Bangkok?s administrative structure, along with Kalahom and Mahattai. These three ministries? 
duties and responsibilities were territorial.19 In theory, all three shared quite similar tasks in their 
respective region such as appointing governors, collecting tax and wild goods, and conscript 
phrai (universal labors). However, in practice, different regions owned different geography and 
terrain. Kalahom took charge of southern cities and supervising tributary states and principalities 
southward, including Malay states. Mahattai administered mountainous northern cities and also 
had to arrange issues with tributary states northward. Krom Tha was assigned to oversee no less 
than 10 seaborne cities surrounding Bangkok.20 This automatically prompted Krom Tha?s main 
duty to supervise all matters pertinent to trading including tariff collection, ship building, products 
manufacturing, dealing with legal issues related to trade activities, and governing major ports 
along Siamese trade routes. In some occasions, Krom Tha had the authority to assemble an army 
to protect any port cities under their control or even to occupy other port cities.21 Besides trading 
activities, Krom Tha also had another significant duty: transmitting news and knowledge as well as 
diplomatic practices that came along with trade. In other word, this means all diplomatic missions, 
negotiations, tributary mission, and the like needed to firstly undergo Krom Tha?s consideration 
and translation prior to a presentation before the sovereign. This was because maritime traders and 
tributary mission not only loaded their ships with cargoes and goods but also carried with them 
news and political circumstance of their hometown. By taking this into account, Krom Tha also 
acted as Siam?s knowledge transmitter be it from China to Malay sultanates. Due to its territorial 
responsibilities, Krom Tha emerged to be the most significant ministry as exemplified by some 
foreigners who mistakenly addressed the head of Krom Tha as ?prime minister?.22
We can see that Krom Tha was a huge and multi-functional organization. In other word, it was not 
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surprising that Krom Tha required a large number of officials who were capable of dealing with their 
various duties. Yet, the war with Ava caused the shortage of eligible Siamese officials. In addition, 
the organization had to encounter many foreign merchants and diplomats.23 With these two reasons 
combined, most Krom Tha officials were foreigners, many of whom originally resided in Bangkok. 
The Chinese comprised the majority of Krom Tha officials as they were able to exploit the existing 
huge Chinese commercial network in Southeast Asia. They were also equipped with the language 
skill used in trade and diplomatic missions in tributary system with China, the prime trade partners 
of Siam. Equally significant is the group of Persian descendants, whose origin can be traced back to 
the Ayutthaya period, including the prominent Bunnag family.24 The Bunnag?s ancestors had long 
been a gateway for Muslim and Persian traders heading to the Siamese court. They also participated 
in several palace coups which led to dynastic change including the one that gave birth to the Chakri 
dynasty.25 Given the cordial bond between the two families as well as their inherited trading and 
diplomatic skills, the Bunnag elevated to the top of Siam?s administrative pyramid. Since the second 
reign, Krom Tha and Kalahom were in the hands of the Bunnag. By having these two grand ministries 
in their disposal means that the Bunnag would supervise matter in relation to strategic coastal cities 
and tributary states southward of Siam, the gateway for foreign traders and diplomats to the kingdom, 
which would enabled them to get acquainted with Western diplomatic knowledge and skills. 
Some Europeans also occupied prominent positions in Krom Tha with the Portuguese appeared 
to be the largest group. At the early stage of Bangkok, many Portuguese refugees who escaped from 
the sack of Ayutthaya arrived at Bangkok and settled along the bank of Chao Phraya River. Three 
notable Portuguese communities emerged in Bangkok namely Samsen, Santa Cruz, and Rosario.26 
Apart from serving as mercenaries and arms dealers, they also introduced many military tactics and 
weapons to the Siamese court.27 When the contact with the British heightened since the dawn of the 
third reign, the Portuguese started their new role as translators and interpreters.28 They gradually 
occupied the translation bureau of Krom Tha, putting them at the forefront of Siamese officials in 
dealing with Westerners, the role which remained in their hands until Rama V?s reign. 
Since the Bunnag had control over both Krom Tha and Kalahom, it would not be wrong to state 
that they were destined to be the most influential official family.  Already in the early nineteenth 
century, the Bunnag family, given their prerogatives, appeared to be the decisive kingmakers, 
ranging consecutively from Rama III (1824-1851), Rama IV (1851-1868), and Rama V (1868-1910). 
Besides their considerable authority in the court coupling with their responsibilities, the Bunnag 
and other Krom Tha official elites were the frontline when it comes to acquiring western diplomatic 
knowledge since 1820s. By this experience, they gradually honed relevant skills in treaty negotiation 
and several diplomatic protocols, which even surpassed the royal elites.29
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3.1 Frontline of Siam in encountering with the West 
In 1825, British authority in India lodged their demand for free trade toward Siam. The British 
movement coincided with the moment when the young Dit Bunnag (1788-1855), the leader of the 
Bunnag, simultaneously became the head of Krom Tha and Kalahom. He and his relatives would 
be key persons in finalizing the treaty with the British.30 Dit?s sons would later on took up many key 
governmental posts for instance Chaung (1808-1883) as the head of Kalahom, Kham (1813-1870) 
the head of Krom Tha, Thuam (1829-1913) Kham?s successor, Chum (1820-1866) the leader of the 
Siamese diplomatic mission to London, and so on. 
The Bunnag were the main proponents of acceding to the British demands though Rama III and 
some courtiers were against the deal. At the end of the day, Rama III decided to refrain from making 
any decision and left it to those nobles who were most involved, obviously this means the Bunnag 
and Krom Tha officials.31 Eventually, the treaty was finalized in 1826. 
Chuang succeeded his father as the head of Kalahom in 1851 when Dit stepped aside from 
administrative circle due to his senility. While Kham, Chuang?s half-brother, became the head of 
Krom Tha in the same year. The next generation of the Bunnag, under the leadership of Chuang, 
was also responsible for the conclusion of another free trade treaty with the British, the Bowring 
treaty in 1855. John Bowring, the head of the British delegation, noted that the main force behind 
the success of the negotiation was Chuang, whose family?s economic interest had been closely 
linked to foreign trade for many generations.32
Besides managing treaty signing, the Bunnag was also the frontline in acquiring and adapting 
Western knowledge. For instance, the treaty of 1826, which also concerned border issues in the 
Malay states, introduced the Bunnag to Western topographical and geographical knowledge 
that preferred the clear-cut border line and demarcation rather than the ambiguity of indigenous 
Mandala system.33 They also imported Western science, especially naval technology as seen in 
their decision to purchase British steamships.34 Chuang was also interested in Western ships and 
launched his ship-building project in the Western style.35 More importantly, increasing economic 
and political intercourse with the British from 1820s onward gradually required Krom Tha officials 
to be able to command English, the language which was not inherited by any of the multi-ethnic 
Krom Tha officials. The Bunnag?s responsibilities covered affairs of the Malay states under Kalahom 
and trade negotiation under Krom Tha, thus heavily involving with the British. Hence, they were 
among the first group of Siamese elites to send their children abroad since the early 1870s almost 
a decade ahead of the royal family.36 The third generation of Bunnag like To Bunnag (1851-1909), 
grandson of Chuang, and Pohn (1849-1920), the youngest son of Dit, went to England for their 
education in 1872.37 On the contrary, only one prince, Prince Svasti, was sent to England in 1880s, 
one decade after those of the Bunnag?s.38
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We can see that the Bunnag and Krom Tha wielded a great deal of authority in the matter of 
foreign affairs and seemed to be capable of adapting to changing international circumstance. This 
aspect is actually not so surprising in the conventional narrative, which goes that despite their 
supreme power, the progressive echelon of Rama IV?s sons would circumvent the authority of those 
conservative noblemen through the fiscal reform in 1870s. Krom Tha was then transformed into 
MFA. Generally, MFA was treated as the new chapter of Siamese foreign affairs which followed 
the structure and function of the Europeans. MFA was the shift from territorial based functions 
to the duty-oriented ministry. Regarding MFA personnel, previous literature attribute the success 
and development of MFA to the prince-minister while many diplomats in the field were largely 
overlooked or overshadowed by princely actions. Another feature of conventional narrative is 
that the Bunnag also left no trace of being a progressive force. They stood against all the reform 
launched by the king. For this paper, this notion is very contradictory. How could the most seasoned 
officials on foreign affairs become so conservative and have no role at all in MFA? 
To address preceding puzzles, the next section will illustrate some features of MFA personnel 
in practice. In addition, the process of how they gained experience and rose to become members 
of diplomatic corps will also be discussed. It is also important to note that in order to get a clearer 
picture of the emergence of MFA and the transformation of Siam into a modern state, one needs 
to bear in mind some continuity of traditional official elites, who not only paved a significant 
foundation for Siam but were also key actors in contacting foreigners as well representing Siam to 
the international society. 
4. Old guard after the royal consolidation 
As mentioned multiple times above, the conventional narrative treated Krom Tha?s officials and 
other well-established noble as the remnant of the traditional system and the conservative element 
of Siam. This section will suggest another perspective by highlighting biographical data of Krom 
Tha?s official elites? descendants namely the Bunnag and the Xavier. 
The Bunnag, as deliberated earlier, were the prominent aristocrats in Krom Tha and the key 
negotiators in Siamese treaties. The echelon of young princes circumvented their roles in foreign 
affairs since the early 1880s and totally usurped the department in 1885 by the establishment of 
MFA. Several Bunnags, though hindered from ministerial positions, remained active officials of the 
newly founded ministry. Among them were sons of Chum Bunnag, son of Dit and Siamese envoy 
to London in 1856, namely Chuen (1846-1915), Choem (1859-1939), Koet (1862-1936), and the third 
generation of the Bunnag who served in Krom Tha. 
Chuen, the eldest son, brought up following traditional customs of the noble Siamese family by 
initially serving as a royal page in the fourth reign. Then he was appointed as a commissioner to Phuket, 
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a territory under Kalahom?s supervision, in 1876 and successfully suppressed the Chinese coolies? 
rebellion. In 1879, he assumed the title of Phya Montri Suriyawongse which once belonged to his father.
 
For Choem and Koet, after serving as royal pages, both of them were sent to study in Penang 
and then Calcutta to hone their English proficiency in 1871.39 After spending 5 years at the center 
of the British Raj, the two brothers returned to Siam. In 1880, Koet became an assistant of the 
governor of west coastal cities helping out with interpretation and foreign language documents.40 
In 1884, Choem and Koet (hereafter Suriya) were entitled as Luang Aram-reung-riddhi and Luang 
Suriyanuwat, respectively.41 Luang Aram-reung-riddhi served in Krom Tha from 1884 until he was 
appointed as an attach? to Paris in 1889.42
In 1885 during the final stage of royal consolidation and a few months ahead of the establishment 
of MFA, Phya Montri and Suriya were entrusted with a mission to voyage to Chiang Mai. Phya 
Montri became a commissioner who would take charge of frontier delimitation and international 
court along with the British. On the one hand, this position was the manifestation of Siamese 
authority toward its northern tributary. On the other, Siamese commissioners and his entourage 
would earn first-hand experience in dealing and directly encountering with many Europeans in the 
frontier particularly British consuls. 
Ernest Satow, the British minister to Bangkok from 1883-1886, also wrote in his diary and reports 
which showed that Phya Montri got along very well with British consuls in the field, especially on 
the delimitation of border including the case of Thongyun River – an area abundant in teak wood 
claimed by Siam.43 Still there were issues of communication problems and language barriers, 
especially in settling legal cases concerning British subjects. It is visible in Satow?s account that 
Phya Montri always delivered the appeal and details of each cases to consult with Bangkok before 
submitting them to the court and British consuls.44 But overall, Satow and his subordinates were 
content with the presence of Phya Montri in the Lanna tributary state. For Suriya, he served as his 
brother?s assistant and took charge of the fiscal department in Chiang Mai, Lamphun, and Lampang. 
He was also an interpreter in the frontier.45
Meanwhile in late 1886, the Siamese court recalled its minister to London and Paris along with 
several diplomats stationed in Europe. Thus the court needed to appoint new officials to fill the 
vacancies. With his remarkable duty and diplomatic experience in the northern frontier, Phya 
Montri was among the nominees and was eventually named the Siamese minister to London 
accompanied by Suriya. 
Suriya gradually shone in the realm of diplomatic and foreign affairs. In 1888, he composed a 
book on diplomatic protocol and etiquette which was widely read among contemporary Siamese 
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diplomats. In 1889, he was briefly recalled back for MFA service but in the same year he was 
appointed as a charge d? affaires to Berlin. Unlike his two elder brothers who were summoned back 
to Siam for good, Suriya remained in consular corps until 1890s when he caught the attention of 
Damrong, during his trip to Europe.46 On his letter to Rama V, Damrong assessed the condition of 
Siamese diplomatic bodies in Europe. He deliberated on how a lack of language proficiency had 
hindered numerable Siamese diplomats from having clear communication with their European 
counterparts. But Suriya who spoke English with ease was among the exceptional few. He was in 
fact the most extraordinary one. Damrong then advised the king to promote Suriya as a minister 
to Paris.47 Suriya would eventually earn that position in 1896 as his predecessor asked for the 
permission to resign citing his limited language skills.48
Right at the moment when he assumed the position, Suriya found himself amidst a tough 
negotiation with the French government as he had to lead the Siamese delegation in the revision 
of the 1893 treaty originated from the Paknam crisis.49 Throughout the whole process, Suriya 
acted as a medium between Gustave Rolin-Jaequemyns, general advisor to Siam,50 and the French 
government. Later, he was also responsible for hiring Edward Strobel, an American lawyer, as 
a successor to Rolin-Jaequemyns. Strobel greatly helped Siamese delegation on legal terms and 
international law during the negotiations of 1904 and 1907 treaties, which settled the decade-longed 
dispute between the two nations.51
During his service in Paris, Suriya represented Siam in many occasions including the one at 
the 1899 Hague Conference, aiming to promote disarmament and universal peace. It was the first 
international conference that Siam had ever participated, though Suriya was skeptical whether the 
main agenda of this conference would be practically tangible.52 Still, he proposed that by joining 
this international event Siam would gain its political prestige and international recognition. Suriya?s 
decision bore into fruition in 1919 when Siam was questioned whether its conditions would meet the 
requirements of being the League of Nations? founding members due to the absence of constitution 
and representative government.53 The record of its participation in the Hague Conference of 1899 
rescued Siam from being alienated from the Paris Peace Conference of 1919.
Among his other notable deeds was the loan negotiation in 1904-1905 as Siam was eager to 
construct the Northern line railway. The council of ministers agreed that Siam needed foreign loan 
in order to finish the project. Given the condition, the king assigned Suriya to settle the deal with 
the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank and the Bank of Indochina. Suriya secured a one-million-pound 
loan and succeeded in bargaining the interest rate to settle at 4.5 percent instead of the 5 percent 
rate proposed at the outset of the negotiation.54
We can see from the case of Chum Bunnag?s sons that even after the royal consolidation, 
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descendants of Krom Tha remained the frontline of Siam to the outside world. Their accumulated 
diplomatic knowledge was indispensable in representing the Siamese court to Europe. Another case 
worth mentioning in this paper is Celestino Xavier, the heir of a Portuguese official in Krom Tha. 
Celestino was born in 1854 into the prominent family of Rosario community. His father, Luiz Maria 
Xavier served in Krom Tha as an interpreter with the title of Khun Phasa-pariwat. Luiz was also a 
successful businessman as he established a rice mill company and owned some lands in Bangkok.55 
Rather than initially serving as royal page, Xavier went to England in 1863 for his education and later 
on in Paris. In 1885, he was assigned to work at the Siamese legation in Paris and accompanied several 
Siamese envoys to ratify many commercial treaties across Europe. With his distinguished deeds, 
Xavier returned to Siam in 1890 and served as a private secretary of Dewan, the MFA minister. One 
year after becoming an MFA official, Xavier was promoted to become the director of the translation 
bureau as his mastery in French was very exceptional among anglophile Siamese officials.56
Xavier?s elevation to the head of the translation bureau coincided with the escalated tension 
between Siam and France as both sides were fighting over Mekong region and Lao states. The 
conflict eventually led to the Paknam Crisis, an incident considered to be one of Siame?s greatest 
diplomatic blunders and the unhealed trauma for Siamese elites.57 As the director of the translation 
bureau, Xavier was responsible for several exchange letters between MFA and the French. He 
appeared to be the translator during the negotiation between Dewan and French representatives 
concerning the ultimatum. 
Besides his role during the crisis and exceptional language skills, Xavier was also the factotum 
in service of Dewan, especially in the aftermath of the Paknam Crisis when the king grew distrust 
toward Dewan who singlehandedly oversaw foreign affairs of Siam at the time. During Dewan?s 
downfall, MFA?s records reveal that Xavier had always worked behind the scene and took charge of 
the ministerial structural reform when he was still the head of the translation bureau in 1899. Xavier 
was mainly responsible for the submission of a report that request for the ministry?s reorganization. 
The king and the council approved of Xavier?s plan to overhaul MFA and his model would last 
for many decades.58 While supervising MFA reorganization, Xavier was promoted to be Phya 
Phipatkosa, the permanent under-secretary of MFA.59
Later in the sixth reign, Xavier was named the Siamese minister to Rome. In 1919, he was one 
of the three Siamese delegates to the Paris Peace Conference, which gave birth to the League of 
Nations. In 1921, Xavier passed away while he was serving in Rome. 
The aforementioned figures were example of descendants of aristocratic families whose origins 
can be traced back to Krom Tha?s service. We can see that the multi-ethnic nature of Krom Tha 
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and partial biographies of its officials illustrated above allows us to see that what MFA subsequently 
accomplished owed so much to the accumulated technical skills and intellectual lineages of these 
?conservative? aristocrats. There were of course other worth-mentioning noble families who 
actively served in the Siamese diplomatic corps in the mid-19th up to the early 20th century such 
as descendants of Mon officials like the Kritaka and the Kotchaseni descendants, the Jotikasatian 
whose ancestors emigrated from China, The Khaw family with Peranakan origin, or the Singhaseni 
and the Phumirat who shared Brahmin bloodline. 
5. Conclusion
By deploying biographies of some members of the prestigious Bunnag family and Celestino 
Xavier coupled with Nidhi?s notion of intellectual development of Siamese elites, one can see the 
development of MFA in ways that previous studies have neglected. This paper show how the lives of 
these officials deeply connected and affected by the pre-modern intellectual development of Siamese 
elites, which dictated the way they were brought into the administrative circle and the way in which 
they remained crucial to MFA even after the royal consolidation as well as Siam?s state-building 
effort in the broader sense. 
Also Krom Tha official?s biographies reveal that traditional official elites were not only not as 
conservative or resistant to the Western knowledge as suggested by the conventional narrative. 
In fact, they were the frontline of the Siamese elites in an encounter with the outside world and 
were actually ahead of the royal family in terms of acquiring Western knowledge and sending 
their children abroad. Furthermore, the accumulated experience and knowledge, even after the 
royal consolidation, allowed them to persist as indispensable agents who represented and bridged 
the Siamese absolutist state to the international arena. Still, their inherited diplomatic knowledge 
and skills should not be overstated. Already in 1890s, the Siamese court came to realize that the 
accumulated knowledge of Krom Tha descendent diplomats was rendered inadequate in the first-
hand encounter with Europe. Since we see the more intricate composition of Siamese elites in 
the matter of foreign affairs, this can pave the way to further explore the process in which these 
very agents made a relentless effort to socialize with the international society and thereby earned 
recognition and legitimacy for its sovereign. 
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